I can’t help trying to fill it in 
along lines of customary seeing or saying. 
But the best poetic lines undermine those habits, 
break the pre- off the -dicta ble, 
unsettle the suburbs of your routine sentiments, 
and rattle the tracks 
of your trains of thoughts. 

Heather McHugh 

An Irreverence of Trends 

Poesy Cafe 
September 5, 2020 
Presenter: Tom Corrado 


Why Heather McHugh? 

In the mid ‘70s, I squeezed into a room in STJNY-Albany’s School of Education with 
other students to hear a young woman read her poems. I was mildly interested in 
poetry. I had taught English for five years in Amsterdam, NY, and 
had recently received word that a poem of mine - My Father’s Wine- 
had been accepted by SIJNY Albany’s student publication, The 
Albany Review. The young poet at the front of the standing-room- 
only crowd was dressed in the “black is the new black” style of New 
York City. Her delivery was laid-back yet engaging. I don’t 
remember anything specific about her poems but I do recall that I 
enjoyed them and laughed along with the other students at her 
wordplay. The young poet was Heather McHugh. 

My interest in poetry grew. Occasionally I would stumble upon 
McHugh’s words, and seek out her poems. Her words stuck. I liked what I read, as in 
the poem 20-200 On 747 which begins: 
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There is rain on the glass but it all disappears 
when I look toward the curve on the world. 

(The here and now is clear, I mean, so we 

can’t see it.) In an airplane, chance 

encounters always ask, So what 

are your poems about? They’re about 

their business, and their father’s business and their 

monkey’s uncle, they’re about 

how nothing is about, they’re not 

about about. This answer drives them 

back to the snack tray every time. 

But McHugh dropped off my radar, lost amid the swirl of poets I got into for the 
Poesy Cafe, then resurfaced with CO VXD on Pune 24, 2020 with the publication in 
The New York Times Book Review of a review by Sandra Simonds of Muddy 
Matterhorn, McHugh’s first full-length collection in 10 years, a book in which her 
unusual impulses with language channel a deep sense of loss. I read the review, 
bought the book, was re-hooked, and picked her for the Cafe! 


Bio 


Heather McHugh, poet, essayist, translator, educator, editor, and caregiver-respite 
provider, was born to Canadian parents in San Diego, California, in 1948, raised in 
rural saltwater Gloucester Point, Virginia, entered Harvard University at 17 (“She 
was surrounded by older students, and smoked cigarette after cigarette so she 
wouldn’t look naive.”), received her BA in 1970, entered graduate school at the 
University of Denver in 1971, and was awarded an MA in 1972. 

She has taught and lectured at several colleges and universities, including the 
University of Denver, Warren Wilson College, Columbia University, the University 
of California, Irvine, the University of California, Berkeley, the University of 
California, Los Angeles, the University of Iowa, the University of Alabama, and 
the University of Cincinnati. Since 1984, she has been Milliman Writer-in-Residence 
at the University of Washington in Seattle. 

Prom 1999 to 2005, McHugh served as a Chancellor of the Academy of American 
Poets, and in 2000 she was elected a fellow of the American Academy of Arts and 
Sciences. 

Poetry Books 

Dangers (1977) 

A World of Difference (1981) 

To the Quick (1987) 

Shades (1988) 

Hinge & Sign: Poems 1968-1993 (1994) 
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The Father of the Predicaments (1999) 

Eyeshot (2003) 

Upgraded to Serious (2009) 

Feeler (Chaphook, 2019) 

Muddy Matterhorn (2020) 

Awards 

The National Endowment for the Arts (2) 

Griffin Poetry Prize 
Guggenheim Fellowship 

Milliman Distinguished Writer-in-Residence, University of Washington 

National Eook Award Finalist 

New York Times Notable Book of the Year 

Lila Wallace/Reader’s Digest Writers’ Award 

Pulitzer Prize Finalist 

Witter Bvnner Fellowship 

PEN/Voelcker Award 

0. B. Hardison, Jr. Poetry Prize 

United States Artists Award 

MacArthur Fellowship 

Sidebar: In 2009 McHugh was awarded a MacArthur “Genius Grant,” but didn’t want 
to spend the $500,000 on herself. Her godson and his wife had just had a baby with 
severe disabilities, and McHugh said she kept thinking about how stressful that 
would be for them raising a daughter who would never walk, talk, or be able to 
feed herself. “It was obvious to me when that baby was born that in 10 years, they 
were going to need a break.” So McHugh used the money she received to start a 
nonprofit called Caregifted, awarding vacations to people who have spent a 
decade or more full-time taking care of a family member with a disability. 

Poetic Voice 

Heather McHugh’s poetry is a mixed bag. Some poems are straightforward stories. 
Narratives. Prosey. Linear. Accessible. Readily understood. Non-Hallmarkian. 
Sometimes quite raw. Others are akin to Ashberian riddles. Discrete elements. “A 
play of patterns.” Few transitionals. Wordplay. Full of ambiguous, uncontainable 
stuff, gleeful word maneuvers, rhetorical gestures, and sharp puns. Engaged in 
the materials of language itself. Idiosyncratic. Soundscapish. Born in the 
“recesses of reason.” Frustrating if you allow yourself to fall victim to the need 
to extract meaning, the need to make sense. By exploiting the imprecision of 
language she plays with semantics, throwing open the doors to interpretation. 

Here’s McHugh: 
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Ten years on: divorce, retirement, several moves, a house fire in a snowstorm, losses 
among friends - and now I’m on the upper end of seventy. Apologies to anyone, for 
anything I’ve missed. (Acknowledgements, Muddy Matterhorn) 

As the world’s shyest child, I was the one who never spoke in school but who 
registered, with uncalled-for intensity, every twist of tone and talk; who, at 
home, went directly to her room to write, because writing proposed a fellow 
listener, though things seemed quite unspeakable. 

I write because I want to find out what is bothering me.... I’m not sure what it is 
that wants to be said, but I’m there to be its scribe. 

My whole work is to catch the word by surprise, sneaking up on language, sneaking 
up on the world as it lurks in words.... I love the recesses of reason. That’s a 
great place to set my mind at rest. 

I am determined to follow every surge of language, every scrap and flotsam. 

Almost always I’ve seen some pattern. Then comes a rocking and a humming. I find 
language to document that play of patterns in the world. 

If you’re a poet smitten with English, you love it for its drive and not its drone. 
The rhythms of a language must be irresistible - while the humdrums of it have to 
be resisted. No linguistic habit is, per se, of interest - but ah! when the unsung 
(underlying) nun informs it - with a sensual twist or quick shape-shift! Well, 
that’s the trick: the sudden unexpectedness inside the overknown. 

I’m drawn to finding the grammar that can make the thing that can’t happen 
happen. 

I make people laugh so they don’t look at me - make them have a little seizure. ” 

I learned as I taught. 

Suffice it to say it sometimes seems I am the only writer in America who loved the 
nuns. 

Frankly, that’s what’s not interesting to me about politics. It’s about containment. 
Containing people. 

I’m not so much fucking with people as trying to escape them. I can’t bear to think 
of being nailed into place. 

That’s the kind of language-love I want to be in as long as I can work, a love in 
which passion and precision conspire, and in which a quiet thrill is communicated 
from one witting reader to another. 
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Holiness has never been on my bucket list. 

Of McHugh’s poetry, reviewers have written: 

Since Heather McHugh first began publishing her poems in 1968 poetry readers 
have marveled at the immensity and range of her gift. There seems to be nothing 
that McHugh can’t do with words and do with high wit and sonic brilliance. 

Heather McHugh is wired. ... She speaks in passionate flurries, seriocomic riffs 
that only begin to reflect her speed of thought. She annotates as she speaks, 
offering first and second answers, embellishing and revising and punning. Words 
are her sparks and her flame. 

iHer poetry] is profoundly intelligent. 

Its personality, energy, and immediacy is both its greatest strength and weakness. 
(Alfred Corn) 

Her poetry sends us wheeling through a vortex of strangeness (“Absurd / We 
should approach the heavens / With a yardstick”) where high and low interchange 
in Dickinson-like reversals. Her words swerve sideways (“neurochemistries are 
altered / Ampersands”) and her thoughts proceed in sphinxlike complexity. 

Terse, well-wrought, Land] often ironic.... [manipulating] language to produce 
resonances of meaning without necessarily creating a psychological depth that 
might justify her insights and conclusions. (Hugh Seidman) 

There is a good deal of wheel-spinning in her poems, a nervous need to chatter and 
charm. But when they are focused by an intriguing subject she can be delightful, 
inventive and surprising. (J. D. McClatchy) 

LMcHugh’s poems] resist contemporary identity politics, defying categorization Lof 
McHugh] as a confessional poet 

Her poems are full of ambiguous, uncontainable stuff Land] gleeful word 
maneuvers. 

Her poetry delights and riddles, and is celebrated for its distinct approach to 
and idiosyncratic considerations of language. 

McHugh demonstrates her genius with language in a non-elitist way. She is 
relatable, never writing from the lofty heights of the mountain, but walking 
alongside us, inviting us to play, to puzzle out the strangeness of language with 
her. 


5 



Although McHugh spends many of her days standing in the front of a classroom, 
she sometimes sounds like the wicked wit of the hack row, the had girl you’d dare 
yourself to sit heside: 

... After my lunch of Ivory I said 
vagina for a day or two, hut knew 
from that day forth which word 
struck home like sex itself. I knew 
when I was Dig I’d sing 
a song in praise of cunt - I’d want 
to keep my word, the one with teeth in it. 

- from I Knew I’d Sing 

(Peter Turchi) 

While ’’amateur clairvoyants (minor poets)” despair that language will never he as 
definitive as they wish, the real right witch is elated dv just this approximative 
’predicament’; her poetry never defines (which means putting an end to something), 
only-onlyKdentifies. (Richard Howard) 

Exuding a love of language, wit, and observation, McHugh creates poems that are 
profoundly intelligent. Through the use of puns, rhymes, and syntactical twists, 
her work is an ongoing inquiry into the ways language can aid and impede 
participation in life. 

Many of McHugh’s poems are like this - dense, startling stories that could he 
published as paragraphs, as prose, although she doesn’t take to the suggestion. 

“I like lines,” she told me, and then paused and said, “She snorted.” 

What keeps McHugh’s work from being merely brilliant in its linguistic dexterity 
and wit is that she marries criticism with compassion and self-reproach; she is no 
cynic, no simply clever quipper. In the poem ’’Unspeakable,” she moves from 
observing the death of a close friend to the potentially exotic distraction of a 
circus, in which an elephant defecates voluminously: 

... half the audience, by turns, 

is treated to the sight 

of how the stuff emerges, 

where it lands. The snickers 

are the language of 

the animal the animal offends, 

the one that thinks 

it’s different. We can’t 

contain ourselves: the laughs 

burst out in spatters from the stands ... 
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Her lines are packed and bright and good, and they like space. They have a way of 
meaning more than you think, of going deeper than you can see. 

McHugh exploits the split personalities of words, building phrases that 
contradict themselves. When I mentioned this, she said, ”I’m drawn to finding the 
grammar that can make the thing that can’t happen happen.” She added, ’’frankly, 
that’s what’s not interesting to me about politics. It’s about containment. 
Containing people.” I asked if she is fucking with people with her ambiguous, 
uncontainable stuff, and she said, ”I’m not so much fucking with people as trying 
to escape them. I can’t bear to think of being nailed into place.” (Christopher 
fizzelle) 

if or McHugh,] wit is a form of spiritual survival (Robert Hass) 

She is a frequent crowd-wower (and received the International Poetry forum’s 
Charity Randall citation for excellence at public reading), thanks to her verbal 
agility and wit, her passionate delivery, and her generosity. 

Asked about the pros and cons of teaching, she says, ”Ho pro at all. That’s not to 
tout the con. I don’t mind fessing. It’s prefixing I hate. One of the Waughs, if I 
remember rightly, is said to have said that the natural enemy of any subject is 
the professor thereof.” 

With its irreverence for what’s trending, Heather McHugh’s work fits into a 
longstanding tradition in American poetry, the tradition of not pledging 
allegiance to any particular aesthetic flag. Her nonconformist style tempts 
critics to place her in categories where she doesn’t belong - she’s no dull neo¬ 
formalist, though she takes pleasure transliterating Shakespeare’s sonnets, 
delights in reworking phrases from Yeats. (Sandra Simonds) 

Selected Poems 

Elevated (1981) 

fifty years the butcher shop 
has hung these animals on hooks 
to cure. The stationery store 
dispenses the same old news, 
same change, a little less silver; 
ladies in a beauty shop desire 
the perfect permanent. 

Mornings this bright 
cast the deepest shade; 
everything seems to come 
from memory. The subway’s elevated. 
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Down the block toward the river Bronx 
each yard has a chain-link fence, a dog 
attracted to the random noise. 

The woman no one knows is dead is still 

in the chair by the bedroom plant. 

Stripes advance from the blind 

to her lap, slower than the human 

eye can see. Above the accidents 

of traffic you can hear 

her clock and clean refrigerator hum. 

What He Thought (1994) 

for Fabbio Doplicher 


We were supposed to do a job in Italy 
and, full of our feeling for 
ourselves (our sense of being 
Poets from America) we went 
from Rome to Pano, met 
the mayor, mulled 
a couple matters over (what’s 
a cheap date, they asked us; what’s 
flat drink). Among Italian literati 

we could recognize our counterparts: 

the academic, the apologist, 

the arrogant, the amorous, 

the brazen and the glib - and there was one 

administrator (the conservative), in suit 
of regulation gray, who like a good tour guide 
with measured pace and uninflected tone narrated 
sights and histories the hired van hauled us past. 

Of all, he was the most politic and least poetic, 

so it seemed. Our last few days in Rome 

(when all but three of the New World Bards had flown) 

I found a book of poems this 

unprepossessing one had written: it was there 

in the pensione room (a room he’d recommended) 

where it must have been abandoned by 

the German visitor (was there a bus of them?) 

to whom he had inscribed and dated it a month before. 

I couldn’t read Italian, either, so I put the book 

back into the wardrobe’s dark. We last Americans 
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were due to leave tomorrow. For our parting evening then 

our host chose something in a family restaurant, and there 

we sat and chatted, sat and chewed, 

till, sensible it was our last 

big chance to be poetic, make 

our mark, one of us asked 

“What’s poetry?’ 

Is it the fruits and vegetables and 
marketplace of Campo dei Fieri, or 
the statue there?” Because I was 

the glib one, I identified the answer 

instantly, I didn’t have to think “The truth 

is both, it’s both,” I blurted out. But that 

was easy. That was easiest to say. What followed 

taught me something about difficulty, 

for our underestimated host spoke out, 

all of a sudden, with a rising passion, and he said: 

The statue represents Giordano Bruno, 
brought to be burned in the public square 
because of his offense against 
authority, which is to say 
the Church. His crime was his belief 
the universe does not revolve around 
the human being: God is no 

fixed point or central government, but rather is 

poured in waves through all things. All things 

move. “If God is not the soul itself, He is 

the soul of the soul of the world.” Such was 

his heresy. The day they brought him 

forth to die, they feared he might 

incite the crowd (the man was famous 

for his eloquence). And so his captors 

placed upon his face 

an iron mask, in which 

he could not speak. That’s 
how they burned him. That is how 
he died: without a word, in front 
of everyone. 

And poetry - 

(we’d all 

put down our forks by now, to listen to 
the man in gray; he went on 
softly) - 
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poetry is what 
he thought, hut did not say. 

In Praise of Pain (1994) 

A brilliance takes up residence in flaws - 
a brilliance all the unchipped faces of design 
refuse. The wine collects its starlets 
at a lip’s fault, sunlight where the nicked 
glass angles, and affection where the eye 
is least correctable, where arrows of 
unquivered light are lodged, where someone 
else’s eyes have come to be concerned. 

3Tor beauty’s sake, assault and drive and burn 
the devil from the simply perfect sun. 

Demand a birthmark on the skin of love, 
a tremble in the touch, in come a cry, 
and let the silverware of nights be flecked, 
the moon pocked to distribute more or less 
indwelling alloys of its dim and shine 
by nip and tuck, by chance’s dance of laws. 

The brightness drawn and quartered on a sheet, 
the moment cracked upon a bed, will last 
as if you soldered them with moon and flux. 
And break the bottle of the eye to see 
what lights are spun of accident and glass. 

Acts of God (1994) 

I. Tornado 

I said the people come inside. 

They would be safe 
in the building. 

So many of those people die. 

You can see my guilt. 

I could see hands 
to a lady moving. 

I knew the lady. 

You can see my guilt. 

Sometimes I want to run, to get 
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away from it. I ask forgiveness 
night and day, I ask it from 
the cemetery. I can never 
dream this storm away. 

It was over for maybe minutes. 
Then it was never over. 


II. Lightning 


It pushed me backward, I could see 
my friends go backward too, 
as from a blast, but slowly, 
very slowly, everything 
was in a different time. 

It burned inside my body. 

I could feel my hands 

curl up. My pocket got 

on fire. I didn’t want to reach in there 

and take a handful of the hot: my money hurt. 

I’m different now forever. Put that fact 
into your book. My hair used to be straight. 

My eyes - you see? They’re gray as ash. 

They used to be light blue. You live, 

if you’re lucky, but take my word: 

It changes how you look. 

The Father of the Predicaments (1999) 

He came at night to each of us asleep 

And trained us in the virtues we most lacked. 

Me he admonished to return his stare 
Correctly, without fear. Unless I could, 
Unblinking, more and more incline 
Toward a deep unblinkingness of his, 

He would not let me rest. Outside 
In the dark of the world, at the foot 
Of the library steps, there lurked 
A Mercury of rust, its cab half-lit. 

(Two worldly forms who huddled there 
Knew what they meant. I had no business 

With the things they knew. Nor did I feel myself 
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Drawn back through Circulation into Reference, 
Until I saw how blue I had become, by virtue 
Of its five TVs, their monitors abuzz with is’s 

Etymologies ...) 

Grhazal Of The Better-Unbegun (1999) 

A book is a suicide postponed. 

- Cioran 


Too volatile, am I too voluble? too much a word-person? 

I blame the soup: I’m a primordiallv 
stirred person. 

Two pronouns and a vehicle was Icarus with wings. 

The apparatus of his selves made an ab¬ 
surd person. 

The sound I make is sympathy’s: sad dogs are tied afar. 

But howling I become an ever more un¬ 
heard person. 

I need a hundred more of you to make a likelihood. 

The mirror’s not convincing - that at-best in¬ 
ferred person. 

As time’s revealing gets revolting, I start looking out. 

Look in and what you see is one unholy 
blurred person. 

The only cure for birth one doesn’t love to contemplate. 

Better to be an unsung song, an unoc¬ 
curred person. 

McHugh, you’ll be the death of me - each self and second studied! 
Addressing you like this, I’m halfway to the 
third person. 

After Su Tung P’o (2003) 

OH THE BIRTH OE A SON 

When a child is born, the parents say 

they hope it’s healthy and intelligent. But as for me - 
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well, vigor and intelligence have wrecked mv life. I pray 
this baby we are seeing walloped, wiped and winninglv anointed, 


turns out dumb as oakum - and more sinister. That way 
he can crown a tranquil life by being 

appointed a cabinet minister. 

No Sex for Priests (2006) 

The horse in harness suffers; 
he’s not feeling up to snuff. 

The feeler’s sensate but the cook 
pronounces lobsters tough. 

The chain’s too short: The dog’s at pains 

to reach a sheaf of shade. One half a squirrel’s whirling there 

upon the interstate. That rough around 

the monkey’s eye is cancer. Only God’s 

impervious - he’s deaf and blind. But he’s 

not dumb: to answer for it all, his spokesmen 

aren’t allowed to come. 

Space Bar (2008) 

Lined up behind the space bartender 
is the meaning of it all, the vessels 
marked with letters, numbers, 
signs. Beyond the flats 

the monitor looms, for all the world 
like the world. Images and 
motions, weeping women, 
men in hats. I have killed 

many happy hours here, 
with my bare hands, 
where TV passes for IV, among 
the space cadets and dingbats. 

U-District Incident Report (2011) 

Apparently they want your body parts. They frisk you for 

Your handset, earbud, bluetooth, cellphone, iPad, thumb drive, memory stick 

And laptop. You won’t need any of it soon. Give them 
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The finger too. 

Glass House (2012) 


Everything obeyed, our laws and 
we just went on self-improving 
till a window gave us pause and 
there the outside world was, moving. 

five apartment blocks swept by, 
the trees and ironwork and headstones 
of the next town’s cemetery. 

Auto lots. Golf courses. Rest homes. 
Blue-green fields and perishable vistas 
wars had underscored in red 
were sweeping past, 
with cloudscapes, just 

as if the living room were dead. 

Which way to look? Nonnegative? 
Nonplussed? (Unkilled? Unkissed?) 

Look out, you said; the sight’s on us: 

If we don’t move, we can’t be missed. 

Shape Up, Says Doctor Death (2019) 

Thanks to NBF, and after Blag a Dmitrova 

Who’s sicker? Someone saying 
Lust the one thing, over and over, 

Or the one who runs 

From repetition, as from conscience? 

The man who lost himself - is he 

The most afflicted? Or the man who’s always 

Seeking second selves, 

The realer ones? 

Can’t you recall your name? 

Or do you go around 
Reminding people of it? Which one 
Is sicker? Come on, now, 

Red-blooded health - 
Let’s take a breath, 
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Let’s fill the chest! 

What’s this 

Small chime I’m hearing 
Near the ticker? - bit of broken 
Nerve? A spot of bad self-pity? 
Eloodv 

Wheezing in the deep? Enough of 

That! It’s time to study 
What the dying do: 

Sobbing to laugh. 

Singing to weep. 

For the Record (2019) 

Compelled for all those years 
to record what I sat 
what I felt, what I thought - 
in all precision and intensity - 

Did I have too much time? I think 
not. 

Or I feel not. 

Nowadays I cannot tell 

the two apart: can’t feel things 

thoughtlessly 

or think things up without emotion. 
The world felt 

endless to me then, perhaps, and 
needing 

categories, angles, clear containers. 
Stillest shots and lyric seizures, in¬ 
sights built 
on glances, glimpses. 

Later, glosses were applied. 

Eut then the vitreous 
detaches, first in one eye then 
a few weeks later in the other 
(flashes from a corner of your vision 
settle into shorter threads 
that float first one way then 

another, as if down 
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the slip-curve of the globe), forever 
after that, the world is slightly 
blurred, it’s 

mediated, it is not immediate. 

And as for thought, well, 
thought is not 

the curve, and not 
the gloss, and not the thread 
or snippet, certainly it isn’t any 
thought-luster behind the scenes, 
inside the seeing, bothered by the 
intervening gauze, but eager 
to ignite another seer. No, no, 
the thought can be 
forgiven as 
forgone: 

it does its best, and 
loves its things. 

But things were never clear. 

There’s Kind, and then There’s Kind (2019) 

My friend felt every carnal suffering and spent 
her lifetime nursing damaged animals. 

Neurotic parrots liberated from the parrot shop 
the pigeons rescued from the hungers of the hawk, 
the dogs delivered to her door - the ones 
with chains embedded in their necks 
or recoil in their eyes - the ones abandoned 
and the ones abused - were given new 
protective pens and household latitudes. 

Coddled and kibbled, they lost the habit 

of their suffering. At large are live 
leviathans whose calm 
communications can’t compare 
to our speed-stung technologies. 

They 

were denominated Right because 
they floated when harpooned. One 

flour beetle, frequently mistaken 
for another, got inscribed in taxo¬ 
nomic logs as 
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The Confused. Another with a hol¬ 
low in its back 

would be remembered as Depressed, 
by beetle-men. 

And once my friend had been 
informed 

her tumors would be terminal, 
her husband up and took 
a trip, to Paris, with his boyfriend. 

There are times that make you want 

to burrow deep in some 
obliterating bed. But we 
leave tracks, or traces, trails. 

And much of what we think or say 
won’t help. He held her later, when a lot 
of others were away. What’s right? 

What’s 

wrong? (What’s diagnosable? What’s 
healable?) Today 

my friend is dead. But as she had 

her last, and worst, the least 
time-buying chemo, I remember 
what she said: “Now I’ve felt 

everything feelable.” 

Ex-Valentine (2020) 

I had fallen in with lovers 
- making love my raison d’etre. 

(There was quite enough rapacity in that.) 

But now with Eros growing 
threadbare and with lust 
fast losing ground, I’d find 

I could be free of airborne dust and its 
combustibles at last, the rounds 
of roadbed, battlefield, and furious 

allegiances (which ape benevolence 

but gobble up capacity, like ivy overcoming 
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oak). If you’re intent on power - 
if, devouring or devout, you’re only 
shooting to prevail - then go on 
■barreling toward Surefire 

in your hail of hallelujahs, hut you’ll do it 
minus me. Get someone 
gunger-ho or gunga-dinner 

who can ride as sidekick in your pickup! 
Someone fuller speed ahead. 

My gear’s reverse; my calling’s 

doubt; my idea of a curse 
is certainty. Dearly departing, 
with myself alone 

I’ll have my falling out. 

Between Beaver and Sappho (2020) 

Clallam County, 2018 

There’s news here, too. It’s everywhere. 

The hell-bent men who went around 

The bend. The women learning they must lie 

Less quietly. Ingot 

No one can trust, although the Hill’s 
Pretending to consider. Cannot sit 
Or stand a bit, away or down, nor yet 
Give out, without an upstart’s 

Cry and hue: No more! No less! But where 
Were they, when you were dusting 
All of Alexandria? The elephant in every 
Room! (The donkey, too!) 0 history, 

Take up your broom, and bless 
This mess hall full of animals. 

Emerita (2020) 

I’m winded now, and golly, how! 
who started off as drafted. 

I thought I got the thrust, but now 
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suspect that I got shafted. 

I loved the well and loved as well 
when winding sheets were new. 

With anapests on every hand, I felt 
mv dactyls, through and through. 

Who murdered all the annuals 
while I survived my menses? 

I was a sensualist ns still 
they took away my senses. 

I was a carnival of thought: 

I danced the spirits off their feet! 

Eut look what public life has wrought: 
now I’m an aesthete. 

Wandering at Night (2020) 

for my brother and sister 

God, a dog, 
they say, big deal, 
get over it, OK? 

“Worse than a dog” is how 

my drunken mother said my father, 

all but dead in the hospice ward where she 

knew better than to visit him, was being treated 

by his kids. (Though all she knew of it was my 

report each nigh 

before I crashed in the hotel. 

That night I’d said we’d like 
her help with the obituary.) 

Really what she meant was 

she felt like a dog herself - 

he’d dumped her once upon a time and then, 

when Wife the Second died, he came again 

to ask her hand. As she was nine years younger, she 

could see what that entailed. With righteous 

indignation she said no. 

And really what she meant was she 
was terribly afraid of her own death, and his; 
afraid as well that she’d become (in her 
imagination of our own imaginations) 
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something to neglect. In fact 
was sad for him, and for herself 
who’d wound up left out, riddled 
through and through with guilt, 
unconsciously unkind. 

The course of aging’s 

not a cruise, a friendly sky, 
a warmer toddy: it’s a grind. 

Until it dies, a body loses sleep. 

We’re born to lose 

the everything-in-mind 

we meant to keep. But I still loved 

the dog beyond - 

as sensible accounts would say - 

all reason. Poured into the vessel of 

his patient bestial regard 

my sediments of sentiment, my 

heaviness of love. His belly hung 

its weighted hammock from 

the tent poles of his hips; he groaned 

when he lay down; and after two long seizures, 

when he most required to sleep, we mercifully 

arranged for him to die. 0 brothers, fathers, 
sisters, mothers: One cannot seem to love 

oneself, as such. 

Only as others. 

Stick (2020) 

for Jean -Bap tis te Lully, inventor of the conductor’s 
baton, who died in 1687 of gangrene after stabbing 
himself with his invention - in the toe - during the Te Deum 

Writ large, your knack for instrumental lilt 
Became a squinting orchestra’s anointer. 

Beyond the sense of omen in your tilt 
We owe you extra-dearlv for the pointer. 

Conducting every calling into air 
You aimed for higher places, and you put 
The emphasis on eye as well as ear. 
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High-handedness is what 

The mass holds dear, hut poets love 

You sacrificial foot. 

World View (2020) 

Capitol Hill, Seattle 


1 

A horizontal stripe the length 
of one whole city block 
has blackened in a blink. 

And now the next line up 
blinks on. Some sixty windows make 
the cinematic strip through which 

so tinily and steadily that single figure 
moves, fastidious in ceremonies near 
the desk-lamped cubicles ... 

II 

And recently retired, across the way, 

I seem to have, by contrast, city leisures, 
and my views on heaven. Haven’t had 
to lift a finger yet, since moving in, nor let 

a damn shade down. 

I’m looking out. This is my own 
custodial responsibility, who cannot 
count the ways I took to get here, along 

shores and forests, breezes, shadows, 
mushrooms, moons, and fox-cub generations 
tumbling through the brushwork of the 
tide pools where they played. Uncountable the stuf 

of decades that I took for 

granted, as the years eroded 

down to rockpiles and began to grow 

some cemeteries. Cities too, it seems, require 

disinterested investment. 

Like the other wildernesses, they instruct us 
not to love the lions more 



than poor hyena hangers-on; and not to prize 

the heated vehemence above 
the evenhanded cool (Uh-oh. Do I detect 
the fool for love again emerging, 
nonetheless a fool 

for time, a wariness of 
symmetries? Why not?) Let’s talk. 

It seems that otherwise 

we’re stalked by only greed and fear, 

through all our dear amusements and 
abuses, taking out insurance for 
a casualty, Viagra for a verve. Is everyone 
as unintending to be cruel 

as foxes on the prowl? That heavy 
breathing that you hear is just 
1-5, the interstate - a traffic in 
the darkness, mercifully relieved 

of makes and models, down to only 
two broad brushstrokes, differentially 
applied, of midnight’s trades: 
one way is silver eyeshot, 

and the other is a scarlet wake. 

Ill 

Then, morning brings its multitudes again. 

All memory’s a ticketed trick, confounding mind 

with its reminders, and authorities with 
editors. My god, my ignorance 

could still be appetite’s, my 
meanings blind, my view 

the predator’s ... 
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